Forward masking among infant and adult listeners.
Psychophysical forward-masked thresholds were estimated for 3- and 6-month-old infants and for adults. Listeners detected a repeated 1000-Hz probe, with 16-ms rise time, no steady-state duration, and 16-ms fall time. Unmasked thresholds were determined for one group of listeners who were trained to respond when they heard the probe but not at other times. In the masking conditions, each tone burst was preceded by a 100-ms broadband noise masker at 65 dB SPL. Listeners were trained to respond when they heard the probe and masker, but not when they heard the masker alone. The masker-probe interval, delta t, was either 5, 10, 25, or 200 ms. Four groups of subjects listened in the masked conditions, each at one value of delta t. Each listener attempted to complete a block of 32 trials including four probe levels chosen to span the range of expected thresholds. "Group" thresholds, based on average psychometric functions, as well as thresholds for individual listeners, were estimated. Both group and individual thresholds declined with delta t, as expected, for both infants and adults. Infants' masked thresholds were higher than those of adults, and comparison of masked to unmasked thresholds suggested that infants demonstrate more forward masking than adults, particularly at short delta t. Forward masking appeared to have greater effects on 3-month-olds' detection than on either 6-month-olds' or adults'. Compared to adults, 6-month-olds demonstrated more forward masking only for delta t of 5 ms. Thus, susceptibility to forward masking may be nearly mature by 6 months of age.